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8. The Farming Economy in  
Gunung Terang

One of the key factors observed in relation to socio-economic differentiation in 
the village was ownership or control of the land. Poor villagers were landless 
or nearly landless, and included recent migrants and younger generation 
villagers who had not yet inherited their parents’ land. They cultivated other 
people’s fields or possessed only a small plot of land. A few of them owned or 
controlled a relatively large area of land but did not have the capital to develop 
productive cultivation. While some wealthy households controlled extensive 
areas of cultivated land, land ownership in itself was not a factor in household 
economic status. Two households owning or controlling the same area of land 
could belong to different economic strata.  

The smallholding farmers in Gunung Terang were rational, flexible, and 
responsive to constraints and opportunities. In the years of attractive coffee 
prices, they poured labour and capital into coffee farming and adopted modern 
techniques in the process. Following the recent drop in coffee prices, they 
responded by reducing labour and non-labour inputs in coffee farming and 
investing elsewhere. The result was a sharp decrease in the return to land for 
coffee production, but returns on labour remained almost as high as the return 
on labour from small chilli cultivation. In contrast, more labour and non-labour 
inputs were directed to vegetable farming, where productivity — in terms of the 
return both to land and to labour — was higher than it was from the cultivation 
of both coffee and rice. This reluctance to wholly abandon coffee production 
in favour of the higher return from vegetables was based on the advantages of 
strategic diversification and the opportunity to intensify coffee production in 
the future when prices might increase again.

Smallholder production of agricultural commodities for domestic and global 
markets was also made possible because of significant production inputs obtained 
through non-market relations. This was reflected in patterns of mutual assistance 
and reciprocal labour exchange among kin and neighbours for both food and 
commodity production. Access to productive land could also be acquired 
through inheritance, sharecropping and borrowing (numpang) arrangements, 
or simply by squatting on forestry land. Forms of usury (musiman), revolving 
credit among neighbours (arisan), and interest-free loans from friends and 
relatives provided alternative sources of capital. The ability to discount a range 
of production costs by engaging social capital enabled smallholders to profit on 
the margins of commodity production. 
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Household Farming Practices

Coffee gardens dominated land usage in Gunung Terang village, just as it did 
in other villages in the region. According to elders in the village, leaving old 
coffee gardens fallow, and clearing the forest or old fallow for new gardens, 
was a common practice until the early 1980s. Thanks to the introduction 
of subsidised chemical fertilisers and better farming techniques (pruning 
and grafting, weeding and soil conservation) adopted as a result of various 
agricultural extension programs, the system of rotational coffee cultivation has 
not been practised since the 1980s. With the new techniques, the productivity 
of coffee gardens had risen dramatically. Under the old rotational system, a 
hectare of coffee garden would produce 0.7 tonnes per annum during the peak 
(agung) stage, and an average of 0.3 tonnes for the remaining years until the 
plants ceased to bear fruit at the age of 10 years or more, at which time the 
field would be left fallow. Under the newer system, a hectare of coffee garden 
would normally produce 1.5 to 2 tonnes of dry coffee beans each year over the 
same length of time. An attractive coffee price and the arrival of new migrants 
enabled the success of the newer coffee farming system. 

Plate 8-1: Weeding a coffee garden.

Source: Courtesy of the author.
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In the early 2000s, there was a decline in coffee garden production. As Table 
8-1 shows, the average production in 2002 was three times lower than in 1998. 
The decline in production from 1998 to 2002 coincided with a drop in the coffee 
price from between Rp 12,000 and Rp 15,000 per kilogram in 1998, to between 
Rp 6,000 and Rp 7,000 in 1999, between Rp 3,000 and Rp, 4,000 in 2000, and 
only Rp 3,000 in 2001 and 2002. In response to the fall in the coffee price, 
non-labour inputs (fertiliser) and/or labour inputs (weeding and pruning) were 
gradually reduced, which led to a further drop in coffee garden production. 
Production tends to fall as the price drops, and local smallholders argued that a 
higher price in the future would revive production.           

Table 8-1: Coffee garden production in Gunang Terang village, 1998–
2002.

Farmer Garden 
size (ha)

No. of 
trees Description

Annual production  
(tonnes per hectare)

1998 1999 2000 2001 2002

A 2 .0 5,000
Grafted, 0 .25 tonne 
fertiliser applied in all 
years

1 .65 0 .75 0 .65 0 .75 0 .62

B 1 .6 4,000 Grafted, 0 .6 tonne 
fertiliser applied in 1998 1 .85 1 .85 0 .45 0 .45 0 .45

Ca 1 .0 2,500 Grafted, 1 .0 tonne 
fertiliser applied in 1998 2 .3 1 .7 0 .8 0 .7 0 .7

Da 0 .75 1,800
Non-grafted, 0 .6 tonne 
fertiliser applied in 
1998–2000 

3 .3 1 .86 1 .7 1 .7 1 .6

E 2 .6 6,500
Grafted, inter-planted 
with pepper,b no 
fertiliser applied all years

0 .77 0 .65 0 .34 0 .3 0 .2

F 2 .0 5,000
Grafted, inter-planted 
with pepper,c no 
fertiliser applied all years

3 .5 2 .5 2 .0 1 .75 1 .75

G 1 .4 3,500
Grafted, inter-planted 
with pepper,c no 
fertiliser applied all years

2 .5 1 .25 0 .5 0 .5 0 .5

H 1 .45 3,600
Grafted, inter-planted 
with pepper,d 0 .5 tonne 
fertiliser applied all years

2 .5 0 .67 0 .67 0 .67 0 .2

Average 1 .62 3,988 2 .30 1 .40 0 .89 0 .85 0 .75

Notes: (a) farmers C and D were sharecroppers; (b) farmer E had 1,000 vines, producing 2,700 kg in 1998, 
none from 1999 to 2001, and 6 kg in 2002; (c) farmers F and G had 100 to 200 young vines; (d) farmer H 
had 1,500 vines producing 600 kg in 1998 and 1999, and none from 2000 to 2002. 

Source: Interviews with villagers in Gunung Terang, 2002.
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Table 8-2: Inputs and income from a 1-hectare coffee garden, 2002.
Inputs Annual average

Labour (weeding) 32–150 person days 54

Labour (pruning) 7 .5–60 person days 25

Labour (harvesting) 12 .5–58 person days 21

Labour (drying) 7–14 person days 12 .5

Total labour inputs 112 .5 = A

Non-labour inputs (milling) Rp 150 x 700 kg Rp 105, 000 = B

Income Annual average

Gross income Rp 3,000 x 700 kg Rp 2,100,000 = C

Net to landowner hiring labourers C – (A x Rp 10,000) – B = Rp 870,000

Net to sharecropper/landowner 0 .5 x (C – B) Rp 997,500 = D

     • As return to labour D ÷ A = Rp 8,867

     • As income in milled rice D ÷ Rp 2,000 per kg = 499 kg

Source: Interviews with half a dozen villagers in Gunung Terang, 2002. 

Despite the drop in the price and production of coffee, coffee gardens were still 
seen as an important household income source. Table 8-2 indicates that a hectare 
of coffee garden producing 0.7 tonnes of coffee provided modest but significant 
income to the household economy. Regarding the return to labour, smallholders 
received a daily income approximately equal to the daily wage rate in the region 
— Rp 10,000 per day. The equivalent rice yield would be 0.5 tonnes of milled 
rice, and that, according to some villagers, would be just enough to feed a small 
family for a year. Milled rice, however, is only one item among many other basic 
household needs. Even to have an income worth double the minimum stock of 
milled rice is considered to be marginal or ‘on the edge’ (pas-pasan). With the 
low coffee prices and production, low incomes became a problem with which 
farming households struggled to cope.

Although dominant, coffee was rarely the only crop planted in the gardens. 
Many coffee gardens had shade trees (dadap and ki hujan) that also supported 
pepper vines. However, pepper had recently become a less important cash 
crop as it was prone to various diseases. The gardens closer to housing lots 
had a greater variety of crops. Fruit trees such as coconut, jackfruit, avocado, 
rambutan, and jambu (guava) were planted, but only for domestic consumption. 
Bananas also become a commercial commodity, and various other fruit trees 
and timber trees were planted, though their economic importance was unclear.  
Vegetables, spices, and tubers (cassava and sweet potato) — all for household 
consumption — were annual crops easily grown in the kitchen gardens of 
villagers’ houses. Stall-fed sheep and goats also emerged as part of the village 
economy. The demand for compost for commercial vegetable farming drove the 
emergence of livestock husbandry in the village.     
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Unlike commercial vegetable farming (kebun sayuran), rice fields were always 
important. From a total of more than 1,500 hectares of village land, about 90 
hectares were rice fields. Some rice fields had been abandoned or converted into 
coffee gardens during the last peak in coffee prices in the mid-1990s, but many 
of the abandoned fields were later restored to rice production. Interviews with a 
dozen of the farmers who were farming the rice fields revealed that half of them 
were landowners while the other half were sharecroppers. Field size varied from 
0.25 to 1.5 hectares (with an average of 0.725 hectares), and output varied from 
0.485 to 2.1 tonnes per hectare (with an average of 1.3 tonnes). With normally 
two crops per year, households who farmed a rice field had relatively greater 
food security. 

Table 8-3: Inputs and production from a 1-hectare rice field, 2002.
Inputs Annual average Annual cost

Labour (hoeing and ploughing) 28 person days Rp 400,000

Labour (seed bed) 0 .5 person days

Labour (transplanting) 27 person days Rp 300,000

Labour (fertilising) 4 person days

Labour (weeding) 68 person days Rp 275,000

Labour (spraying) 2 person days

Labour (harvesting) 24 person days

Total labour inputs 153 .5 person days

Non-labour inputs (fertiliser) 300 kg x Rp 150 Rp 450,000

Non-labour inputs (pesticide) 4 .5 lt x Rp 40,000 Rp 180,000

Total cost of inputs Rp 1,605,000

Production

Total harvest 1,750 kg

     • Harvesters’ share 250 kg

     • Net return 1,500 kg

Note: labour for winnowing and drying, and costs for seeds, transportation, and milling are excluded.

Source: Interview with a villager in Gunung Terang, 2002.

Table 8-3 illustrates the input and production of a hectare of rice field. According 
to those who farmed rice fields, production could be increased further to at 
least double the level shown in this table. However, there were constraints to 
such improvements in production. Lower or late rainfall would reduce rice field 
production, and too much rain would flood rice fields on riverbanks and destroy 
the harvest. Fungus, insects, and pests (mainly rats but also pigs in fields close 
to forests) were constant threats, and seed was always a problem. Local rice 
varieties (belebur rimba) produced well but needed five to seven months to 
ripen. Seeds of high-yielding varieties (like Cisadane or IR 36) were not readily 
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available in local shops, so seeds from the harvest were used instead. Credit for 
fertiliser was unavailable, and the availability of extra labour for proper weeding 
and repair of bunds, terraces, and ditches was another constraint, particularly 
for households who also farmed coffee and/or regularly engaged in wage labour. 
The labour shortage in the rice fields always limited the achievement of higher 
outputs.               

All villagers who farmed rice fields in the village also farmed coffee, ensuring 
their household income and food security. Since 2001, chilli had become another 
important commodity. There were two types of chilli farmed in the village — 
hot small capsicum (cabe kecil, lombok) and big red capsicum (cabe merah, cabe 
besar). Several varieties of each type of chilli were planted in the village. The 
main difference between small and big capsicum is that the former was planted 
under the coffee trees in the coffee garden, while the latter was planted in open 
fields. Small capsicum farming was the favourite choice of households in the 
lower strata because it promised modest profits but needed little in the way of 
non-labour inputs, while red capsicum farming, which required considerable 
cash investment but promised a more lucrative return, was only practised by 
those in the medium and upper strata. Tables 8-4 and 8-5 illustrate the inputs, 
production and income for both types of farming. At the end of 2002, less than 
50 villagers could afford to farm red capsicum, while more than 100 households 
cultivated small capsicum in their coffee gardens. A few of them had also 
experimented with other commercial vegetables such as beans, tomato, shallots, 
and eggplant in their house gardens, but chilli was still the favourite choice at 
the time. 

It is possible to harvest small capsicum twice a month for up to 18 months. 
Maintaining small capsicum crops in coffee gardens saves labour, particularly 
on weeding, while the use of compost on the capsicum was also good for the 
coffee crop. Iman, a sharecropper on a coffee garden in Rigis Atas, claimed that 
his 1,300 small capsicum plants ‘fed’ his small family in 2001–02. The sacks 
of dry coffee beans he earned as his share were treated as the family’s savings. 
The number of plants was a critical factor in determining the amount of family 
labour needed to maintain the crops. Up to 1,500 small capsicum plants could 
be easily managed by a couple, but beyond that number hired labour would be 
required. 
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Table 8-4: Inputs and income from 1500 small chilli plants, 2002.a

Inputs Annual average

Labour (land preparation) 10 person days

Labour (seedlings) 3 person days

Labour (transplanting) 2 person days

Labour (weeding) 25 person days

Labour (compost application) 5 person days

Labour (spraying) 2 .5 person days

Labour (harvesting) 80 person days Rp 400,000 labour hire = Ab

Total labour inputs 127 .50 person days = B

Non-labour inputs (compost) 10 x 50kg sacks x  
Rp 10,000 Rp 100,000

Non-labour inputs (pesticide) 0 .5 litre @ Rp 20 .000  
per litre Rp 10,000

Total cost of non-labour inputs Rp 110,000 = C

Income

Gross income 750 kg x Rp 2,000 Rp 1,500,000 = D

Net income in cash D – (A + C) Rp 990,000 = E

Net income in rice E ÷ Rp 2,000 per kg 495 kg

Return to labour (D – C) ÷ B Rp 10,902

Notes: (a) in an open field 1500 chilli plants required a rante (400 m2) of land, but when inter-planted in 
a coffee garden, chilli can be planted in equal numbers with the coffee trees; (b) half of harvest labourers 
were hired (hence 40 person x Rp 10,000). 

Source: Interview with 2 villagers in Rigis Atas, 2002.

Unlike small chilli that can be planted under the coffee trees, red chilli could not 
tolerate shade, which meant that coffee gardens had to be converted in order for 
the chilli to grow. Most households that planted red chilli converted 2 rante (800 
m2) of their coffee gardens. Less than a dozen households could convert a larger 
area. As in the case of small chilli, an area bigger than this would require hired 
labour. Unlike small chilli, which can last up to 18 months, a cycle of red chilli 
lasted only five months. According to most villagers, a lack of adequate capital, 
declining soil fertility, and the risk of disease were critical factors that hindered 
the sustainability of red chilli farming. The lucrative return promised from red 
chilli farming was believed to be short-lived. Many villagers predicted that 
planting red chilli three years in a row would result in tanah mati (‘dead soil’), 
which meant that no valuable crops would then grow in it. To make matters 
worse, diseases caused by resistant viruses and/or fungus could no longer be 
cured, leaving villages with little option other than to leave the field fallow or 
to plant trees on it. In order to prevent this, some villagers felt it was urgent to 
experiment with other commercial vegetables that were planted rotationally. 
Some villagers speculated that if coffee prices remained low, smallholders in the 
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village and the region would turn to commercial vegetable farming. It was not 
clear how smallholders in the village would succeed in coping with such market 
dynamics and ecological limitations.

Table 8-5: Inputs and income from 2 rante of ‘big’ red chilli, 2001.a

Inputs Annual average

Labour (land preparation)b 90 person days Rp 900,000

Labour (seedlings) 7 person days

Labour (transplanting) 2 person days

Labour (making and putting sticks) 6 person days

Labour (compost application) 19 person days

Labour (spraying) 0 .5 person days

Labour (harvesting) 60 person days Rp 600,000

Total labour inputs 184 .5person days

Non-labour inputs (fertiliser) 300 kg Rp 375,000

Non-labour inputs (compost) 60 sacks x Rp 5,000 Rp 300,000

Non-labour inputs (fungicide) 1 kg Rp 46,000

Non-labour inputs (pesticide) 0 .5 litre @ Rp 70 .000 per 
litre Rp 35,000

Non-labour inputs (plastic mulch) 20 kg x Rp 13,000 Rp 260,000

Non-labour inputs bamboo 20 x Rp 3,000 Rp 60,000

Total cost of inputs Rp 2,576,000 = A

Gross income 3,000 kg x Rp 5,000 Rp 15,000,000 = B

Net income B – A Rp 12,424,000

Notes: (a) a rante (400 m2) of open field can be planted with 800 chilli plants; (b) this included uprooting 
the coffee trees. 

Source: Interview with 3 villagers in Gunung Terang, 2002.

Land, Labour and Capital
Like smallholders in most hilly areas in Lampung, villagers in this area 
recognised two types of land, tanah kawasan and tanah marga. The former 
term refers to officially designated state forest zones (kawasan hutan negara) 
which are also called BW (from the Dutch boschwezen). The second term refers 
to non-state land that can be individually owned and is eligible for land title 
(sertifikat tanah). There are different terms used for buying and selling these 
two types of land. Jual (selling) or beli (buying) are terms used for transactions 
in tanah marga, while ganti rugi (compensation) is used for transactions in tanah 
kawasan. Unlike tanah marga, where individual ownership is secure, tanah 
kawasan always carries a risk of crop destruction, confiscation, and eviction.1  

1 This is why smallholders in Rigis Atas were so keen to engage in the HKm community forestry contract.
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The price of a coffee garden in tanah marga was more than twice the price of 
one in tanah kawasan. For example, in 1999–2000, one hectare of productive 
coffee garden in tanah marga in Bedeng Sari was priced between Rp 20 million 
to Rp 40 million, while at the same time a kawasan in Rigis Atas would cost less 
than Rp 10 million per hectare. In 2002–03, with the drop in the coffee price, 
the price of land in both marga and kawasan declined to roughly half of these 
prices. In practice, the number of coffee trees matters more than the area of land. 
Normally, 2,500 coffee trees grow on 1 hectare of land, so the size of the trees 
determines the price. 

While ownership of a plot of belukar (fallow or bushland) in tanah marga is 
secure, in kawasan it is otherwise. There are stories of smallholders whose 
abandoned gardens in kawasan, which had been simply left during the eviction 
operations and turned into belukar in the following years, were taken or sold 
by someone else. There are also cases of smallholders who were given a belukar 
plot for free by fellow villagers who were giving up farming kawasan land.  
Transactions in coffee gardens could generally be achieved with a down payment 
followed by up to three annual payments (cicilan) after the harvest season. There 
are examples of villagers who have lost their gardens because they failed to 
complete the payments due to poor coffee harvests and/or low prices. In these 
cases, the family would lose all of the money that had already been paid.  

Due to the recent drop in coffee prices, the practice of renting a coffee garden 
had understandably become more infrequent. For example, Ujang rented a 
2.5-hectare coffee and pepper garden for Rp 3 million in Gunung Terang hamlet 
for seven years until 1999, when he changed the tenancy to sharecropping in 
anticipation of a further drop in the coffee price. Renting rice fields was more 
common. For example, Ahmadi’s wife had for years rented out her one hectare 
tunggu tubang rice field in Rigis Atas for 100 kaleng of gabah (unhusked rice) 
from the first crop and 60 kaleng from the second.2  A few villagers who farmed 
red chilli gardens planned to rent land in the future if the price of the red chilli 
remains stable. 

Sharecropping (known as maro or garap in the case of coffee gardens and rice 
fields, or njawat in the case of rice fields) is a common way of combining land and 
labour in the village and the region as a whole. The 2001 village income statistics 
(mata pencaharian) recorded 808 adults working in agriculture. They included 
most of the male heads of the 706 households in the village plus other adult 
males residing in the same houses. Women were excluded from these statistics. 
About 60 per cent of the villagers who specified agriculture as their main source 
of income were petani (owner cultivators), while 40 per cent were buruh tani 

2 Depending of the quality of the rice, one tin container (kaleng) of 13–16 kg of gabah yields 5–8 kg of 
milled rice (beras).
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(non landowners or agricultural labourers). Most buruh tani sharecropped land 
belonging to the petani while regularly engaging in wage labour. About half 
of these buruh tani farmed only coffee gardens, while the other half worked on 
both rice fields and coffee gardens. 

There were variations in the sharecropping arrangements for coffee gardens and 
rice fields. For a coffee garden, the sharecropper was usually responsible for all 
of the labour inputs, namely the weeding and pruning. The harvest was shared 
equally with the landowner after other costs, like the purchase of fertiliser and 
the cost of harvest and milling, were deducted. There were also variations in 
the arrangements for these additional costs to be covered. The cost of fertiliser 
could be deducted from the total harvest or it could be the responsibility of 
either the landowner or the sharecropper. There were cases where labour for 
harvesting was the sharecropper’s responsibility and the costs were deducted 
from the total harvest. There were also exceptional cases where the sharecropper 
received only one third of the harvest. 

In the case of rice, the harvest was equally divided (bagi dua, paro) for the first 
crop (tanam pertama, rendengan, musim tahun), which is planted in the rainy 
season (the first months of the year) and harvested in July and August. But 
with production declining by up to one half in the second cropping period 
(tanam kedua, gaduh, parekat, musim selang), which starts in September, the 
harvest was often divided in three, with the landowner receiving one third 
and the sharecropper two thirds. The arrangement for labour and other costs 
was fixed. All of the labour — except for harvesting — was the sharecropper’s 
responsibility. The additional costs of fertiliser and labour for harvesting were 
deducted from the total harvest.  

A sharecropper could terminate a tenancy anytime that he or she wished, but 
a landowner could not. Minggat (leaving without saying) is a negative term 
that was applied to a sharecropper who terminated an arrangement without 
notice or only short notice. When the landowner wanted to farm his or her own 
garden, or choose someone else to sharecrop the garden, the sharecropper could 
ask to remain as a sharecropper of the garden for a couple of years even after the 
arrangement had ended. Although lending money or rice to the sharecropper 
was common, it was not an obligation on the part of the landowner, but was 
a way to prevent the sharecropper from minggat. Numpang, which meant free 
access to land in both rice fields and coffee gardens for housing, was common 
in sharecropping arrangements. In cases of small chilli inter-planted in a coffee 
garden, the sharecropper was entitled to all of the chilli harvest if the landowner 
provided no funds for the purchase of fertiliser and other necessities. Another 
version of numpang involved the right to use rice fields. By converting land 
(abandoned rice fields, coffee gardens, or bushland) into a rice field by levelling 
the field or building terraces and channelling the water, a family could ‘own’ 
the field for a year or two. 
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Wage labour (upahan) was an important source of income for households in the 
lower stratum in the village. Jobs that were done by wage labourers included: 
ploughing, hoeing (macul) and harvesting rice fields; weeding (ngoret), pruning 
(buang ranting, buang tunas/wiwil) and handpicking (mutil) coffee cherries in 
coffee gardens; and more recently, land preparation and harvesting in chilli 
gardens. Upahan could be done on the basis of a daily wage (harian) or contract 
(borongan) for all jobs except the harvesting of rice. The daily wage rate in 2002 
was Rp 10,000 without meals, or Rp 5,000–6,000 with three meals (food and 
coffee) plus cigarettes. Borongan, work would normally be completed faster and 
cost less than harian work. For example, weeding one hectare of coffee garden 
took 15 person days and cost Rp 150,000 in the harian system, but was done 
in no more than 10 days and so cost only Rp 100,000 in the borongan system. 
A common way for a man to get the job done in the borongan system was to 
enlist the aid of his wife and children to complete the job. Another way was 
by working harder and/or longer hours. A strong labourer could do the work 
quicker and earn more than Rp 10,000 per day. Borongan for the hoeing of rice 
fields, which required skill as well as strength and longer working hours, was 
the kind of job in which a daily wage higher than Rp 10,000 could be earned. 

Giving milled rice in addition to cash payments used to be quite common in both 
harian and borongan. For example, in 2000, Kamino, a labourer in Rigis Atas, 
might earn either Rp 100,000 plus 25 kg of milled rice, or Rp 130,000 minus the 
rice, by working for 10 to 15 days weeding and pruning coffee gardens. After 
2001, he found no one willing to include rice as partial payment of his wage.

There were also two different arrangements for harvesting rice fields. In the 
derap system, workers received one sixth or one seventh of the total harvest as 
their share (bawon). In the ngepak or ceblok system, the workers were generally 
not paid at all, but were sometimes provided with meals and might still receive 
a share of the harvest. The second system frequently involved close kin, friends, 
or neighbours, and was becoming more common in the neighbouring villages 
with larger rice fields. Elders in Gunung Terang hamlet insisted that payment 
of wages for harvesting rice fields was a recent trend, and that in the old days 
reciprocal help (bantu) was the rule. 

Wages for coffee harvesting could be paid either in cash on a daily basis or in 
kind, and harvesters received a share of one fourth to one fifth of the crop. In 
‘good’ years, a worker could handpick (mutil) 10–15 kaleng of coffee cherries in 
a day, but in ‘poor’ years, only 2–5 kaleng.3 A daily harian wage was always paid 
to workers handpicking both types of chilli. 

3 One kaleng of coffee cherries weighing 15 kg yields 3 kg of dried milled coffee beans.
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From the 1970s to the mid-1990s, annual contract labour (bujang) was common 
in the village and the region. The term bujang is used to refer to young 
unmarried male contract labourers.4 In this arrangement, the bujang labourer 
was paid annually, either in cash or in kind (with sacks of coffee beans). For 
example, in the 1980s, a bujang working 2 hectares of coffee garden in Rigis Atas 
received a sum of cash equal to the price of 2 tonnes of milled rice. Moreover, 
the landowner was responsible for providing shelter and meals for the bujang. 
In the 1990s, some villagers had three or more bujang in their household. By 
2002, none of the villagers had bujang. 

Reciprocal labour exchange (gantian, gentenan, liuran, royongan) in coffee 
gardens was said to be common before the recent ‘poor’ years. Half a dozen or 
more men formed a temporary group and worked in each other’s fields, weeding 
and pruning their coffee gardens. In 2001–02, the system was used by villagers 
to cultivate chilli in most of the hamlets, but there were only two or three 
people in each group. Regardless of the change in group size, reciprocal labour 
exchange was a practice confined to people in the lower social stratum of the 
village.  

Failing to pay their debts under musiman (the local moneylending system) was a 
common way for villagers to lose their land, their house, or their crops. The land 
was simply taken over (ditarik, dicabut) by the moneylender if the debt was not 
paid. The interest rate on this kind of debt was between 70 and 100 per cent 
per year. After a few years, the accumulated debt would be close to the market 
price of the land, thus allowing the moneylender to sell it. This could be done 
with a land title (sertifikat) or a blank duty stamp paper (kertas segel) signed by 
the debtor. 

Unlike musiman, a gadai (pawning) arrangement carried no risk of losing the 
land. With this type of arrangement, villagers received a certain amount of cash, 
no interest was charged, but the lender was entitled to all of the harvest until 
the debt was paid off in full. If debtors needed more money, they would seek a 
line of credit from the local branch of Bank Rakyat Indonesia (BRI). Land title 
as collateral was a prerequisite. According to some villagers, in the hamlet of 
Bedeng Sari alone, at least 50 households had received credit from BRI and all 
of them were from the medium and upper strata. For those in the lower stratum, 
the absence of land title and the high cost of transportation to get to and from 
the bank to secure the credit prevented them from obtaining it. During the 
‘bad’ years, neither BRI credit nor gadai arrangements with fellow villagers 
were available, which meant that musiman became the only alternative. The 
high profit from red chilli cultivation (see Table 8-5) was seen as a way to offset 
this burden.            

4 Bujang is a Malay vernacular term for single, unmarried man.



8 . The Farming Economy in Gunung Terang

165

The returns from red chilli cultivation had changed the arrangements for payment 
of outstanding musiman debts. Rather than taking over the coffee garden, the 
moneylenders would turn the debtor into a red chilli garden sharecropper. The 
moneylender financed all of the start-up costs, while the debtor household was 
responsible for the day-to-day upkeep of the garden. The net income — total 
revenue minus start-up costs — was divided equally. However, the outstanding 
debt plus the accumulated interest remained intact. Apart from the profit 
promised by red chilli, the change in musiman arrangements was also due to 
pressure from villagers on village officials to prevent their land from being taken 
over by the moneylenders. With the drop in production and sales of coffee, 
more and more villagers would have had their land taken. One thing the village 
officials could do to prevent this was to refuse to put the village’s official sign and 
stamp on the land transfer papers. To back the village officials, a few educated 
villagers also threatened to report the moneylenders to the police for practising 
usury, which by law was a crime.     

According to villagers, the musiman debt system emerged at the same time as 
the expansion of coffee production in the region in the late 1970s and the early 
1980s. It began with the infamous satu dua (‘one two’) debt. For example, one 
sack of coffee beans borrowed four to six months prior to the coffee harvest 
season would be repaid with two sacks, or a sack of milled rice borrowed during 
the planting season would be repaid with twice the amount four months later. 
Newly arrived migrants were the ones who usually engaged in satu dua, and 
coffee resellers, shopkeepers, and haji kopi were the likely sources of such loans. 
Later, to avoid losing their profit, the moneylenders demanded cash payments 
amounting to double the cash value of the coffee or rice when it was borrowed. 
Soon, the system of borrowing cash with 100 per cent interest per year was 
introduced, along with accumulation of debts from year to year. The increasing 
price of coffee from the late 1980s to late 1990s encouraged the satu dua, and 
later the musiman, systems in the region. 

There were opposing views among villagers on the practice of musiman. Some 
perceived it as a sin (dosa) to accumulate wealth in this way, and referred to 
Islam’s prohibition on usury (riba). Others saw it as a normal cash transaction, 
no different from obtaining a loan from a bank. The latter opinion was based on 
the fact that the usurers never openly offered their services, and were often the 
ones who were approached and needed to be convinced to participate. However, 
all agreed that it was immoral to derive large profits from musiman.

The hamlet of Bedeng Sari had two men running the musiman moneylending 
business — Rahman, of Ogan origin, and Samsi, who was Javanese. Both also ran 
retail businesses in their large shops (warung). There was a third moneylender in 
Simpang Tiga — Haji Sabar, a Semendonese who ran a coffee reselling business. 
Villagers in Gunung Terang were also the clients of two big moneylenders in the 
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neighbouring village of Sumber Alam — Indra, an Ogan, and Barno, who was 
Javanese. Indra also had a retail shop, while Barno ran a coffee reselling store. 
Barno was the wealthiest moneylender, owning a luxurious two-storey house, 
with a large store attached to it, and some trucks and minibuses. An elder in 
Gunung Terang once made the exaggerated claim that the number of villagers’ 
land certificates that Barno kept as collateral for musiman debts was equal to 
the number held by the BRI branch in Fajar Bulan as security for villagers’ 
debts. When Barno died in the early 2000s, Indra replaced him as the biggest 
moneylender in Mutar Alam. 

In general, villagers looked down on those who ran these businesses, and tried 
as hard as possible not to be trapped in musiman debt. Close kin, friends, and 
neighbours were the ones they turned to for help when there was no rice to 
cook or when a small amount of cash was needed to buy medicine or visit the 
health clinic. It was considered immoral not to lend cash or rice to a close friend, 
neighbour or relative when they were in dire need. It was reciprocal help and 
assistance that strengthened the bonds and cohesion among villagers. For those 
in the medium and upper strata, such mutual help among close kin, friends, 
and neighbours often expanded to non-emergency needs such as children’s 
schooling, house building, and farming inputs.      

Small warung, mostly run by women, were another source of limited, short-
term, and interest-free loans. In the villages, there were one or two of these 
small shops for roughly every dozen houses. Giving a short-term loan was 
an important service for each warung’s regular costumers (langganan). Small 
household items such as rice, cooking oil, sugar, salt, and MSG were goods that 
were often obtained from a warung and paid for a couple of days or weeks later. 
If they did not provide such credit, the warung would lose their langganan, 
while for the langganan, not repaying the loan would lead to the loss of an 
important source of credit.    

Another way to acquire cash, especially for women in poor households, was 
to tap into group savings (arisan). Two active women’s arisan groups in the 
village — one in the hamlet of Temiangan and another one in Rigis Atas — 
consisted of 20 or more neighbouring women. In Temiangan, each year after 
the coffee harvest season, each member deposited an agreed-upon sum of cash. 
This collective saving was continually accumulated, and by 2002, the group 
had collected more than Rp 10 million. Rather than agreeing to disburse the 
accumulated savings, the group decided to continue saving collectively. If life 
got harder and there were no alternative sources of cash, then the savings would 
be disbursed. In Rigis Atas, the group had only formed in 2002. The members 
met twice a month to collect the money and randomly select the recipient of the 
pooled cash. Recipients used the money for consumption (such as buying rice 
or paying children’s school fees) or productive investments (such as buying a 
goat, making a start in chilli farming, or adding more stock to a warung). 


